ACROSS THE TAKLAMAKAN DESERT
\vild poplar of the Tarim Basin. But there was a weird
silence as of a cemetery amongst those green powerful-
looking trees. And death was, in fact, everywhere. The
tree-trunks were already partly submerged by the sand, the
level of which would inevitably be raised by every fresh
storm. The cry of a bird struck one as an anomaly.
One day we made our way between huge cones of sand
immobilized, each one, about a regular armour of roots and
dead branches. This was exactly what the flourishing trees
we had been seeing would come to look like in time. On
another occasion I had to admire the curious terracing of the
ground caused by wind erosion. I felt as if I were visiting
the crypts of long-buried temples just beginning to appear
under the shovels of excavators.
Aziz did not seem to be very clear about the lengths of the
stages and I was usually surprised at the sight of the great pole
that marked the end of the day's march standing up against
the horizon. There would be a solitary hut made of boughs
and branches and a man to keep in the fire, Supper, the only
meal of the day, no longer gave us pleasure. The weather was
too warm. I dreamed of the fat strawberries that, now it was
June, must be ripe in Europe. The only food I appreciated
where I was was the refreshing Ktak produced by Tuzun. It
was solidified sour milk which he had brought in a cloth bag.
One mixed a spoonful of it in a bowl of water.
The night we were at Aghe we fled from the fleas, the don-
keys and the incessant chatter of the hut, and in spite of the
mosquitoes, against which we wound scarves about our heads,
went and lay down on the sand in our sleeping-bags. In the
middle of the night I woke with a start and in the darkness
made out the head of a baby camel resting on my knees, I
could not believe my eyes and put out my hand to stroke the
woolly head. But it proved to be Peter's hair. Still asleep, he
was trying to protect his face against mosquitoes.
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